Familial relationships are popularly and sociologically viewed as crucial to the social support of elderly people, and of these the relationships between adult children and their parents are generally regarded as the most important (Finch and Mason ). But could these expectations be part of a cultural myth ? In actuality, does the distinction between parenthood and childlessness make much difference to social support in old age ? The present paper addresses this question. Using data from Liverpool, it compares the support networks of older people in three categories : parents (nearly always married) ; those who married but remained childless ; and those who did not marry and remained childless. Its principal finding is that childlessness has a negative impact on support network strength only for single men and for married women. This suggests that youthful investment in a lasting marriage incurs high social opportunity costs for women in old age, unless offset by the survival of children. The findings have implications for the evaluation of social policies that are based on the expectation that individual female family members, in the context of a male-breadwinner family, will provide ' caring ' for dependent persons. Such provision of care may incur diminished receipt of care for some women in old age.
Introduction
In much of the gerontological literature on family relationships and social networks, the childless are referred to tangentially and the social phenomenon of childlessness is treated as of minor interest (Wenger ) . Yet the numbers of those without children are not socially insignificant. For example,  per cent of the total population of the USA and Canada, and  per cent of the population of Austria are childless (Rubenstein ) . Amongst those aged  or over,  per * Centre for Social Policy Research and Development, University of Wales, Bangor. cent in the USA and  per cent in Hungary are childless (Altergott and Lewis ) . Rural-urban distinctions are slight. A rural study conducted in  in the United Kingdom found that  per cent of a population sample of people aged  or over were childless : of these,  per cent had never married and  per cent had married but had not become parents (Wenger ) . The proportion of childless people was as high as  per cent amongst the  and over cohort, reflecting perhaps the historical effects on marriage of World War I and the depression of the s (Wenger ). Comparable findings exist for urban areas in the UK (Abrams , ) .
Moreover, both voluntary and involuntary childlessness may be increasing, the latter suggested by such phenomena as the general decline in sperm-counts, and the former in women's growing rejection of ' traditional ' gender role-construction. Compared with rurality, industrialisation and urbanism are associated with lower levels of fertility (Rubenstein ) , suggesting that childlessness will also be a growing trend in developing third world populations.
Yet, despite the non-universality of parenthood, social policy in the UK in recent years has increasingly attempted to reduce the provision of social care through tax-supported services and to increase the role of personally constructed networks (' the community ' and ' the family ') in caring for dependent individuals. What happens to elderly people when there are no children to ' care ' ? The assumption seems to be that the childless will necessarily fall back on social services (Rubenstein ) . A family-oriented approach to social policy would thus seem to require (if success is measured by low rates of dependence on social services) the on-going reproduction of traditional gender roles : women reproducing women to care for them in old age (and the smaller numbers of surviving men). Yet such a view offends against modern popular values of individualism and autonomy for women. It also contradicts the ' anti-traditionalism ' of other government social policies in the UK (and elsewhere) regarding gender, such as the intention to reintegrate low-income mothers into the income-earning workforce. A contradiction emerges : welfare reform would ' modernise ' motherhood by sending mothers out to work, but would reinforce ' tradition ' by keeping the self-same women tied to ' caring ' for their parents.
Such a narrowly ' parentist ' and gendered vision of the social resources of older people, and of the childless in particular, is not only depressing ; it may also be inaccurate and misleading. We do not yet have a clear picture of how childless older people construct social support networks or how effective these are, compared to the parentchild dyad. Existing research already suggests that the children-or-the-state model (the ' parentist ' view) of social resources for elder support is unrealistic.
Previous research
Findings show that those without children are not necessarily isolated : many form primary links with collateral kin or with non-kin in the form of close family substitutes (Townsend , Kivett and Learner ) . Amongst collateral kin, brothers and sisters are particularly important. These play a life-long role in the social support of those who have never married (Strain and Payne ) , but also loom large in the lives of parents with only one child (Wenger ). As siblings die or become frail, contact with nephews and nieces may intensify, often with the children of the sibling with whom they had the closest ties (Wenger ) . In one rural study in the UK, it was found that more than half of those without children were in at least weekly contact with a relative (Wenger ) . These results have international comparability : a study of childless Irish-Americans found cases of reciprocity between siblings and cousins (Ikels ). Sister-sister and sister-brother households were found to be predominant.
It takes a certain amount of social initiative for adult collateral kin to construct an ongoing relationship of mutual support. It may take even more effort to construct reliable friendships beyond the sibling or cousin relationship band. Yet, as the narrow group of collaterals shrinks in later life, the more fluid group of ' friends ' (which may include in-laws and more distant collaterals) may play a greater role in support networks. The reason would appear to be that they are less locked into the contracting set of relationships based on the close family. For example, Stephens et al. () reported that elderly people without children often have more extensive support systems than people with only one or two children.
Johnson and Catalano () suggested that single childless people actually make better adaptations to ageing than married people without children. Unlike married people, single people without children are more likely to be fully involved with other relatives and friends (Rubenstein ) . Perceptions by others of the desire of childless people for other relationships seems to increase their social contacts : non-kin appear to be more inclined to help out childless older people (Wenger , Kendig ) than parents where they may be seen by offspring as ' interfering '. Studies from both the UK and Australia suggest that this effect is caused by the greater self-sufficiency of those who never married and who have succeeded in establishing large networks (Wenger , Mugford and Kendig ) .
Not surprisingly though, childlessness does not act as an unmediated variable : the factors that promote or discourage a socially outgoing life mitigate the effects of parenthood versus non-parenthood. The research findings throw up what appear to be contradictory results. For example, in the UK, it has been shown that amongst those without children the need for help or support (if single) is more likely to be met by a wide range of members of their support networks, rather than being concentrated on one primary supporter (Wenger ) . However, in Canada it has been found that small support networks are more common amongst the childless, especially men (Corin ) . Even findings of ' isolation ' are not unambiguous. In a study conducted in Wales, it was found that even if childlessness was associated with higher levels of actual social isolation, it was less likely to be associated with subjective feelings of ' loneliness ' (Wenger ) .
The impact of differences in the levels of available support will vary with the subjective responses of individuals to autonomy. Is selfreliance seen as self-affirmation, promoting self-esteem, or is it seen as social abandonment, producing feelings of depression and rejection ? Here, individual biography, social class, skills and education, and the historically specific cultural construction of expectations may influence individual response. Not much research exists to shed light on the subjective experience of independence in old age.
Self-reliance is not just a matter of ' doing ' for oneself ; it also extends into the area of constructing a social support network through active development of relationships. The role of the achieved support network, as compared with the ascribed bonds of consanguinity, is also relevant to understanding wellbeing in the homosexual sub-set of the childless population. Lipman () found that homosexual people of both genders see their sexuality as a way of life encompassing the entire personality structure and range of social adjustments. While members of what Lipman called closed-coupled dyads (in some ways mirroring 'straight ' marriages) were the happiest and best adjusted, Kimmel () found that older homosexuals in the USA had self-created supportive networks of friends and biological family members. No matter how closely modelled on ' straight ' social relationships, homosexual construction of intimate relationships would seem to require a level of effort and deliberation beyond that commonly found in consanguineal families.
Finally, in assessing the impact of childlessness on support in old age, we must consider the presence of a spouse. Data show that spouses are more important than are children for certain aspects of care in old age, especially for men (Scott and Wenger ) . Johnson and Catalano () found that spouses were more significant than children in making it possible for frail older people to stay out of institutional care.
In this paper we examine only one of the questions touched on above : to what extent are the support networks of childless elderly people weaker than the networks of those who have surviving children ? Our analysis differentiates between the effects of childlessness by gender : are the support networks of childless men and childless women different ? Not only are there no available answers to these questions in the extant research literature, the research from which we draw our conclusions adds a new methodological dimension to studies of childlessness amongst older people. That is, whereas most previous studies have focused on small samples or sub-samples, in this paper we exploit a sample obtained for an epidemiological study conducted in Liverpool which included over , childless respondents. However, there is a drawback to our database in that we have had to approach our research questions retrospectively. So it was not possible for us to obtain direct answers to some of the questions that our analysis addresses. It should be borne in mind that where we make possible inferences from statistical associations, this is done so as to suggest hypotheses for direct examination in future research.
Methods
Findings presented here relate to data collected during the Ageing in Liverpool Project -Health Aspects (ALPHA). This was an epidemiological survey funded by the UK Medical Research Council, the primary aim of which was to study the incidence of dementia. The methods of the main project are described in detail elsewhere (Saunders et al. ) .
Liverpool is a port and industrial city in the North-West of England with a population of , ( census) of which  per cent is aged  and over. Almost all in this age group ( per cent) have lived in the city for more than  years (Wenger ), during which period there has been significant out-migration associated with industrial decline.
During the first wave of the project in -, , people aged  and over were interviewed to establish baseline characteristics, including cognitive ability, psychiatric illness and social and demographic data. In this paper, we analyse data pertaining to social support, comparing those who were childless with those who were parents.
The sample was stratified by age and sex, with roughly equal numbers of males and females in each five-year age-band from  to , to  and over, except for males aged  and over, of whom there were too few to achieve the desired sample. Many of the variables under consideration are statistically related to the stratifying variables. In order to reflect the characteristics of the population, percentages in this paper are weighted to adjust for the stratification of the sample. After weighting, the proportions of respondents in each stratum match the proportions in the estimated population of Liverpool aged  and over. Actual numbers quoted are unweighted. Probabilities are obtained using the Pearson chi-square test on the unweighted data.
The support network typology used here was originally developed during earlier work in North Wales (Wenger ) . The social variables needed to identify support network type include : the proximity and amount of contact with kin, the degree of contact with friends and neighbours, and the amount of participation in community activities. Each respondent is allocated to one of five different support network types using a computer algorithm based on the responses to eight diagnostic questions (Wenger ) .
We present demographic characteristics of respondents living in private households or in residential or nursing homes for whom parental status was known (nl,), and support network indicators only for those living in private households (nl,). Parents are defined as those having currently living adult children, natural or adopted. Of the , respondents in private households, , were childless.
The findings are presented in two sections, the first comparing the general social features of the childless sub-set with the rest of the sample, and the second describing the variation of support network type with childlessness per se and childlessness in conjunction with gender and marital status.
Demographic characteristics
More than one-fifth of our sample were childless (n l ,,  per cent weighted). Table  shows the distribution of basic demographic variables in relation to childlessness for the whole sample population. 
" married and childless # parents $ percentages weighted to population of Liverpool aged  and over % excluding single parents & excluding those in residential care ; some anomalous responses were recorded.
as never married but having children ; these are included in the group of parents". Because of the size and stratification of the sample, most differences between the groups attain high statistical significance even though the percentage differences in some cases are not large.
Gender and age
Women were more likely to be childless than men :  per cent of women had never married and  per cent had married but had no children, compared with  per cent and  per cent respectively, for men (weighted percentages). Childlessness (for married and single T  . Demographic characteristics by childlessness and whether married, by gender 
" married and childless # parents $ percentages weighted to population of Liverpool aged  and over % excluding those in residential care ; some anomalous responses were recorded.
people) was more common in the older age groups, but the variation was non-significant for men and highly significant for women. The overall gender difference cannot be attributed entirely to the greater age of women in the population. Women in each age group over , i.e. those born before , were more likely to be childless than were men of the same age. Amongst those who had married, however, there was little difference between men and women as to the average age of the childless : the rates of childlessness were higher in the older age groups for both sexes.
Marital status
Apart from the obvious association with never being married, childlessness is associated with current marital status : both men and women were more likely to be widowed if they were childless. However, this association disappears when age is controlled for. Older people are both more likely to be widowed and to be childless within marriage. This may be a cohort-specific effect of higher infant mortality rates. But it is also possible that this is the effect of widowhood, divorce or separation early in marriage, which were also more common for the older cohort. However, our retrospective analysis of the pre-gathered data does not permit further investigation of marital history and childlessness.
Residential care
As we would expect, the greater the age the greater the proportion found to be in institutional care. Residential care is more common for the childless in all age groups except the youngest, but marital status is the most important factor after age for being in residential care. Those who had never married had the highest proportions in residential care :  per cent overall, but  per cent of those aged - and  per cent of those aged  plus. Currently married people were unlikely to be in residential care -less than  per cent even in those aged  plus. Among widows and widowers,  per cent of those aged - and  per cent of those aged  plus were in residential careless than single people of the same age. But only for those aged  plus did parenthood make a difference :  per cent of widowed parents were in residential care but  per cent of their childless counterparts.
Because women are more likely to be either single or widowed in old age, and live longer than men, they are more likely to go into residential care. They are also more likely to be childless, so the association between childlessness and residential care appears to be stronger for women than for men. However, the association is really with absence of a spouse rather than childlessness, and the difference can be explained by the greater age of single and widowed women.
Household composition
As we would expect, for those not in residential care, childlessness is clearly related to household composition. Three-fifths of those without children lived alone, compared with less than two-fifths of parents. Overall, those without children were seven times more likely than parents to live with other older relatives, more so if never married. In most instances these were sibling households.
Although those without children were less likely to live with a member of a younger generation than were parents, the difference is not as great as might be predicted. Seven per cent of all the childless did live with younger generation relatives ; in most cases, we assume, a niece or nephew. Because more than half of the childless had never married, the proportion living with a spouse was considerably lower than for parents.
Parenthood was related to household composition at the highest level of statistical significance for both men and women, even when the effect due to single people not living with spouses was removed (p n for both sexes). Women who had never married were more likely than never married men to live alone.
Amongst those who had married, those without children were again more likely to be living alone, and women were more likely to be living alone than men, reflecting women's greater likelihood of widowhood. Conversely, more than half the still-married childless men lived with a spouse only, as compared with only a quarter of childless still-married women. Few of those who married but had no children lived with relatives, although twice the proportion of women as men lived with same-or older-generation relatives.
Again, the majority of men who were fathers were still married and living with their spouse only, compared with only a third of mothers. Mothers were more likely than fathers to live alone or with a member of a younger generation.
Social class
At least half of each group was in social class III (skilled workers). Childlessness is significantly related to social class. Those without children were more likely to be middle class (I or II). However, this relationship differs between men and women. Amongst men, those who married but remained childless were most likely to be middle class, while never-married men were more likely than those who had married to have unskilled or semi-skilled occupations. This suggests that for men, marriage is related to skills-acquisition but that, after marriage, those men who remain without children do best in terms of socioeconomic attainment.
The social class of married women is based on the husband's former occupation, and the relationship between parenthood and social class is similar to that for married men. However, single women are more likely than married women, and much more likely than any group of men, to be in social class II, which includes occupations such as nursing and teaching. Women who had good jobs and could support themselves had fewer economic and social incentives to marry, especially as women in these age cohorts were often excluded at that time from these occupations on marriage. Thus the economic status of childless women in retirement is likely to differ from that of childless men. The women are more likely than the men to benefit from an occupational pension (either their own or their husband's) in addition to a state pension. This is particularly true for single women compared with single men.
Social class was only significant for rates of admission to residential care for parents. Slightly higher proportions of working class parents than middle class parents were living in residential or nursing homes.
Religious affiliation
Most respondents declared some religious affiliation : only  per cent claimed to be agnostic or atheists. Religious affiliation is significantly related to childlessness overall, but the relationship is confounded by gender and is not significant for women. The dominant religion for all groups was Anglican protestant, particularly for men who were married but had no children. Parents were slightly more likely to be agnostic, and Roman Catholics, if ever married, were more likely to have children.
Summary
When compared with elderly parents, older people without children are more likely to be female and older. Half have never married, and those that have married are more likely to be widowed (because they are older) than are parents. Their greater average age and the greater likelihood of living alone makes it more likely that they will need to enter residential care. They tend to be more middle class, especially the women, and are slightly more likely to profess a religion.
Support network types are classified on the basis of : the availability of close kin ; levels of contact with family, friends and neighbours ; and degree of involvement in community groups (Wenger ) . The formation of support networks is primarily the result of three factors : patterns of marriage and fertility (of the older person and earlier generations of their family) ; migration patterns (of the older person and of the community in which they live) ; and personality. Clearly, childlessness will have an impact on the type of support networks available to older people.
The computer algorithm to identify support network type (Wenger ) uses responses to the following eight questions : The distributions of responses to all these questions, except question , will now be considered as they reflect the impact of childlessness on support networks. Table  shows the distribution of responses by childlessness for , people living in private households. Table  presents the same distributions, separately for men and women.
Response categories are aggregated to show the significant differences.
Proximity of nearest relative
Overall,  per cent of respondents lived within five miles of a relative and  per cent within a mile. Significant differences were apparent between those with and without children. Almost a fifth ( per cent) of the childless had no relative within  miles, four times as many as the parents. More than one-tenth of the childless had no living relatives. Nearly half ( per cent) of parents lived within a mile of a relative, compared with only one-third ( per cent) of the childless. Proximity of nearest relative was significantly related to parental status for both men and women. Mothers and fathers were most likely to have a relative within five miles. Similarly, married but childless women were more likely than single women ; but single men were more likely than childless ever-married men, to have a relative within five miles. This difference is likely to reflect the effect on married men of the tendency in urban areas for preferred neolocal residence on marriage to be near the wife's family.
T  . Support network indicators by childlessness and whether married, respondents living in private households

Proximity of nearest sibling
Fewer respondents lived with or near to siblings specifically (as compared with ' relatives ' as a whole) :  per cent overall had a sibling living within five miles. Mothers were somewhat more likely to have living siblings, but this difference can be ascribed to the fact that they
T  . Support network indicators by childlessness, whether married and gender, respondents living in private households
Men Women " married and childless # parents $ percentages weighted to population of Liverpool aged  and over % Pearson chi-square probabilities are for unweighted data were younger than childless women. Differences were more noticeable as regards how close siblings lived to each other. Single people were most likely and parents least likely to live very close (i.e. within a mile) to a brother or sister. It is likely that many of these respondents were actually in sibling households, but our data do not prove this. Another measure of distance is that  per cent of parents, but only  per cent of non-parents, had all their siblings more than five miles away. Proximity to a sibling was significantly related to childlessness for both men and women, but again non-marriage had more effect on this relationship amongst childless men. Women's sibling proximity was less affected by marital status and more by childlessness per se. Amongst those who had never married, more men than women had a sibling living within one mile. Childless men who had married were comparable to fathers inasmuch as only one in ten of each lived within a mile of a sibling, but childless women who had married were more likely than mothers to have a sibling within a mile. Again it is highly likely that this is due to the effects of uxorilocal post-marital residence tendencies, the ties to place of origin (and thus sibling proximity) diluted for women only by the effect of ties to (mobile) children in later life.
Frequency of contact with any relative
Childlessness is also significantly related to the frequency with which older people see a relative. Whereas in the sample population as a whole,  per cent saw a relative every day, parents were nearly twice as likely to see a relative daily as those without children ( per cent and  per cent respectively) and  per cent of parents saw a relative more often than once a week, compared with only  per cent of those without children. In contrast, five times as many of the childless saw a relative less frequently than monthly compared with parents. Amongst the childless, those who had never married saw relatives more frequently than those who had married. This reflects a privatised lifestyle on the part of many childless married couples.
The relationship between parenthood and contact with relatives is similar for men and women. However, among those without children, men had more frequent contact if they had never married, suggesting a more extra-familial lifestyle amongst married childless men than unmarried childless men. This finding is related to the lower socioeconomic status of the latter as compared with the former.
Frequency of contact with friends and neighbours
Childless people were slightly more likely to have contact with friends than were parents, although at a lower level of statistical significance than the higher rate of contacts with family exhibited by parents. For those who ever saw friends, there were no differences in frequencies of seeing them. Table  shows that having contact with friends was significantly related to childlessness for women but not for men. All women were more likely to see friends than were all men, with childless women, whether married or not, most likely to have such contact. This finding again suggests an extra-familial lifestyle for many single women.
Childlessness had no effect on contact with neighbours, but again amongst single people there was a gender difference, with more single women seeing neighbours daily, than single men.
Attendance at religious meetings and community groups
Attendance at religious meetings was no different for parents and childless married people, but single people were more likely to attend. Religious activity was low overall : only  per cent of men and  per cent of women ever attended religious meetings. The difference between single and married people was significant in women but not in men. Single women were the most likely to attend. Attendance at religious meetings was also related to religious affiliation (p n). Fifty-three per cent of regular attenders were Roman Catholics, despite the fact that Roman Catholics made up only  per cent of the sample. Similar proportions of respondents attended meetings of community groups :  per cent never went to such meetings. There was no difference between those without children and parents or between the sexes.
Summary
When compared with parents, those without children are less likely to have relatives living locally or to have frequent contact with relatives. However, childless people, especially those who have never married, are more likely to live close to a sibling. Women seem more likely than men to compensate for lack of family by contact with friends and attending religious meetings. Married childless men appear to be particularly dependent on their wives for social contact.
Given the tendencies described above, how were different types of support network related to childlessness ? In general population samples, more than half of older people have been found to have networks which are either family-dependent or locally integrated (Wenger and Shahtahmasebi ) . The other three types are minority types. Support network type is significantly related to childlessness. The majority ( per cent) of parents' networks were either locally integrated or local family-dependent, whereas the networks of childless people were likely to be private restricted ( per cent), locally integrated ( per cent) or local self-contained ( per cent).
Significant differences in the distribution of network type were also found between those childless people who never married and those who had married. Childless people who had been married were less likely than never-married single people to have family dependent network types. Those childless people who never married appear to be less isolated from family in old age than those who did, a tendency which correlates with higher levels in this category of close relationships with siblings.
Gender has a smaller effect on network type than parenthood and marital status, but men are more likely than women to have private restricted networks, and this type is particularly common among married childless men ( per cent).
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Pearson chi-square probabilities for unweighted data : p n for men, for women and for all respondents
Single women are more likely than others to have wider communityfocused support networks, presumably reflecting their greater likelihood of a middle class lifestyle. Married childless women, on the other hand, are most likely to have locally integrated support networks. This evidence indicates that childless women have more independent and integrated lifestyles than childless men, who appear to be more likely to become isolated or to rely on wives or nearby family. Despite the fact that the childless women are on the whole older, they seem to age more successfully with regard to constructing robust support networks.
Discussion
Childlessness has considerable implications for the availability of support in old age. Effective support networks depend on local kin, especially when increasing frailty means that someone cannot look after himself or herself. The normative providers of personal care are spouses, adult daughters and, less often, sisters. Parents can look to their children for support in the event of the loss or incapacity of their spouse. Even if their children live far away, they may provide general surveillance, crisis help, and act as brokers for formal services. Childless people are deprived of this element in the normal construction of support networks and this affects the viability of their continued residence in the community when health or social problems arise.
Amongst childless people, women, because of their greater longevity and rates of widowhood, are more likely than men to suffer lack of spousal in-home care in time of need. Both married and unmarried childless women are particularly likely to enter residential care, in part because their average age is higher than that of women with children, or men. Single childless women are twice as likely to be in residential care. This correlation is strongly associated with the support network types of the childless people described in this paper (Wenger ) .
But when we look at the social life for the majority who are living independently, as measured by the robustness of the support networks of elderly people in the community, we gain a different impression of the significance of childlessness. It may be better, in fact, to be a single childless woman (and thus more likely to have had a profession, a pension, and a busy social life), than to have been a childless married man or woman. In British culture, childless married couples tend to have local self-contained or private restricted support networks, which are vulnerable when a partner dies or both become frail. Bereavement of a formerly married childless person can leave the survivor with an atrophied support network at a time in life when it may be more difficult to establish new social connections. Married childless women are especially likely to suffer this effect, as they are more likely to survive to widowhood.
In contrast to the beneficial effect of childlessness on the support networks of older single women, the childlessness of men, whether evermarried or single, appears to have network-weakening associations. In Liverpool, childless men who had married had least contact with relatives, and (we may assume) depended heavily on their wives. The networks of single childless men were somewhat stronger, as they were more likely to have a sister or brother close by. However, the dynamics of their networks may have been fragile, for networks focused on a single sibling are as vulnerable to the effects of age-related mortality as those focused only on a spouse. Even if nieces and nephews are available, they are unlikely to provide the kind of support expected of an adult child, except where the relationship is that of a surrogate son or daughter.
Arising from our data there remains, unanswered, the intriguing question of the relationship between the vigorous social lives of childless single women and the greater proportion of these in the oldest cohorts of the surviving population. Are we seeing the effects of diminished stress on the body due to absence of childbirth trauma ? Or the effects of a more active social life ? Or the effects of freedom from conflict with co-residential relatives ? Or the effects of some or all of these factors ? Or is it merely the effect of the better life chances of the middle class ?
Whatever the answers to these questions, the analysis of the Liverpool data shows that childlessness has complex social outcomes, mediated as these are by gender, marital status, and social class. Certainly, it is a far cry from the belief that the ' old maid ' has the worst old age. She does, however, have the most clear-cut alternatives -an active, independent life, or placement in long-stay care. Conversely, both married childless people and unmarried childless men tend to maintain an intense focus on a single other, often under the same roof, i.e. a spouse or a sibling, respectively. All these remain longer out of residential care in higher proportions than do single childless women, but they may also experience considerable, and largely unmeasured, stress arising from co-dependence without the offsetting effects of strong support networks.
Among current cohorts aged  or over, it is rare to find acknowledged single parents, and most of the small number in this sample are likely to be recording errors. Up to the s children of unmarried parents, in the UK were usually given up for adoption or brought up within the mother's family as the child of the grandmother or a married aunt. Thus, for social purposes in later life, the mother would be effectively childless. Divorce is comparatively rare in these cohorts. However, in the future there will be increasing numbers of parents who have never married or who have divorced. How these parents' support networks are affected will depend very much on whether ties are retained between parents and between parent and child. Fathers are more likely to lose contact with their children, but single mothers might develop closer ties with their children, as well as compensating for the lack of a spouse with more friendship relationships than married women. We must wait to see whether the roles and experiences of people without children change in the coming decades. NOTE  We recognise that this categorical distinction will loom larger in future. For obvious historical-cultural reasons, however, the data-base for current cohorts aged  and over does not permit recognition of a distinction between married\unmarried parents in statistically useful numbers in the present study.
